Adrenergic nerve fibers in the human fetal sciatic nerve.
The adrenergic innervation was studied in the human sciatic nerve at the gestational age of 16, 17, 18 and 21 weeks. Formaldehyde-induced catecholamine fluorescence, tyrosine hydroxylase (TH) and neuropeptide Y (NPY) peroxidase-antiperoxidase immunohistochemistry methods were used. At the gestational age of 16, 17 and 18 weeks no adrenergic or NPY-positive nerve fibers were seen. At 21 weeks both fluorescence microscopy and TH immunohistochemistry showed adrenergic nerve fibers around arterioles in the epiperineurium and single nerve fibers in the endoneurium not related to blood vessels. The number of adrenergic nerve fibers appeared to be higher in the sciatic than in the tibial segment of the nerve. At this age, as at earlier stages of gestation, no NPY-positive nerve fibers were seen either in the epiperineurium or in the endoneurium. The results suggest that adrenergic nerve fibers may be associated with the epiperineurial blood vessels in the human sciatic nerve, and that the innervation starts to develop between 18 and 21 weeks of gestational age.